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ABSTRACT 
 
A participatory cowpea varietal selection was carried out in Eastern Uganda in Kumi 
district among farmers (n=30) in the sub-Counties of: Ongino, Kumi and Kanyum. A 
range of opinions were collected to identify farmers’ selection criteria based on 
different sensory attributes and their most preferred genotypes for vegetable use. A 
preference analysis was carried out to obtain quantitative preference scores of each 
plot. This was followed by organoleptic tests which included attributes like taste, aroma 
and texture of the genotypes at the vegetative and immature R4 stages. Focus group 
discussions (FGDs) were also held to find consensus of the independent evaluations 
made by individual farmers. Data for sixteen (16) cowpea genotypes were collected at 
the different above mentioned stages. Quantitative data were analyzed based on 
farmers’ scores made on the different evaluated attributes and ANOVA was used to 
provide mean differences between location, gender and genotype at a significant level 
of 5%. Preference score for each of the varieties tested was determined and presented. 
Data from FGDs were grouped, similarities and differences were later determined 
depending on their level of importance to the farmers. Significant differences (p<0.05) 
in farmer choices were observed for leaf taste, immature pod aroma, taste and texture; 
mature pod aroma, taste between farmer groups, age genotype and gender. Irrespective 
of age, gender, farmer group and genotype, farmers seemed to give more importance to 
the smooth texture, little hard leaves when chewing, sweet taste with a mild aroma 
(leaves) and a moderate aroma (pods). Majority (9%) of the farmers preferred Ebelat 
(landrace) at V4 stage; this was followed by Danila (8.7%). On the other hand, 
UCUCOW1 (13% at immature and 10.2% at mature cooked R4 stage) followed by 
Ebelat (9% and 9.8% for immature and mature R4 stage, respectively) were preferred 
by majority of the farmers. In terms of sensory attributes, farmers preferred genotypes 
with sweet taste, moderate aroma and tender texture. The information is a baseline for 
understanding key farmer selection criteria in utilization of cowpea as a vegetable 
which can be used in generating a demand-led variety design for the crop. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Cowpea (Vigna unguiculata) is a global vegetable whose cultivation is believed to have 
begun from Africa more than 5000 years ago [1]. It belongs to kingdom (Plantae), 
genus (Vigna), and Species (unguiculata) [2]. Cowpea is a valuable component in the 
farming systems of the majority of resource poor rural households in Sub-Saharan 
Africa (SSA) for its various attributes [3]. It is cultivated majorly as a vegetable as well 
as a cover and fodder crop [4]. The cowpea leaves, immature pods and mature pods are 
an important source of micro and macro nutrients like protein, crude fibre, minerals like 
(calcium, iron, zinc, phosphorus), and vitamins [5]. The tender green leaves contain 15 
times more minerals, micro and macronutrients than in grains [6, 7]. In Uganda, 
cowpea is ranked third in importance [8] and Kumi district in Eastern Uganda is the 
largest producer and consumer of the crop with 90% of the country’s production [8]. 
Consumption of cowpea leaves could offer an opportunity to reduce high prevalence of 
malnutrition especially among resource constrained rural and urban households in 
Africa and Uganda [9]. 
 
Cowpea is a neglected and an under-utilized crop in Africa. Research on cowpeas has 
focused mainly on its seed storage properties, seed yield potential, seed size, pest and 
disease tolerance, as a food security crop, and as a soil health crop [10]. Cowpea yield 
potential in sub-Saharan Africa is compromised by several biotic and abiotic factors 
such as insect pests, diseases (fungal, viral and bacterial), poor soil fertility, metal 
toxicity, and drought [11]. Development of improved varieties is needed for higher 
productivity and profitability. Further, employment of participatory variety selection 
(PVS) is a strategic way of bringing back the role of local farmers in identifying and 
developing suitable varieties for their location. Farmers’ participation in early stages of 
any breeding program can contribute to the acceptance and adoption of newly 
developed varieties as their needs and expectations will likely be met [12]. 
 
This study aimed at understanding farmers’ selection criteria of cowpea genotypes for 
vegetable use in Uganda. Since domestication of crops from the wild, traditional 
knowledge and skills of the local farmers has played a key role in maintaining crop and 
varietal diversity. As such the genetic make-up of such varieties was dynamic shaped 
by evolutionary forces. In that sense, plant selection by farmers has influenced 
important component of crop production systems. By involving the farmers in a 
participatory process in the various stages of selection, the approach aims to strengthen 
the dynamic farmer system of co-evolving and co-adapting varieties to the changing 
environment. Further farmers’ expertise, their indigenous technical knowledge, and 
ecology and growing environment of the local varieties are synergistically integrated 
with appropriate scientific skill and knowledge [13]. Cowpea varieties have 
conventionally been bred for grain yield and fodder use [14], limited effort has been 
directed towards its development for vegetable use yet it forms an important staple 
source across sub-Saharan Africa. Cowpea leaves are commonly consumed in various 
forms and the pods are harvested when they are full-sized, just before they dry out, and 
then the grains are cooked and eaten as a vegetable. The consumption of cowpea as a 
fresh vegetable has rapidly increased in the semi-arid zone of Africa [11, 15]. There are 
no released varieties on record for vegetable use in Africa.  
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